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Effective Listening:
A Fundamental Team Skill

Pat Duane

Raymond J. Lipay

Webster defines quality as, "a degree
of excellence, superiority in kind.”
Quality is something we all strive
for in our professional as well as our
personal lives. While quality stan
dards can be different from person
to person or from work team to work
team, one thing is certain — no mat
ter what our goal or job, we want to
do the very best we possibly can all
the time.
To help us do that, it’s important that
all teams at the AICPA, whether stated
or implied, have clearly established
quality standards. For example, the
member services team is committed to
providing "members, customers and
internal AICPA team members with
easily accessible, efficient and profes
sionally friendly services that strive to
exceed — not only meet — member
and customer requests and needs.”
Quality can be defined by saying
what we do and doing what we say.
Quality is every person doing the job
right, the first time — every time.
Quality is a direct result of peoples’
actions and decisions, and is some
thing that individuals carry
with them all day, every day.

No matter how good we are, we can
always be better. This philosophy is
the linchpin of quality improvement
programs.

Where Are We?
In late 1995, we implemented the
Continuous Process Improvement
(CPI) project. CPI was designed to

help us define where we are, where we
should be, and how we intend to get
there. Participants worked together to
draw a road map they can follow to
obtain higher levels of quality. The
first five areas of improvement in the
CPI project have been those that have
a direct, measurable impact on the
quality of products and services we
deliver to our members. Those areas
are: Conference Planning, Human
Resources, Member Services and
two Product Development groups
(Technical and Education & News
letters).

CPI’s redesign process is a tool to help
us provide our members with the best,
most effective, and on target prod
ucts and services.
Where Are We Coing?
The Continuous Process Improvement
initiative is just the first step in creat
ing an organization-wide quality
management system. Our goal is to
move the AICPA to the forefront of
service and product development
in this country, and to become the
cutting-edge organization of which
we can all be proud.

There are several quality systems from
which any organization can select its
quality framework. ISO 9000 is the
most recognized worldwide and is
fast becoming the single international
standard for quality. The International
Organization for Standardization
(ISO), based in Switzerland, formu
lated the ISO 9000 standard to be
continued on back...

In team-related sports, team players
must be well versed in fundamental
skills related to the sport. For exam
ple, players on a basketball team
must know how to shoot, dribble, and
pass a basketball before they can
contribute effectively to the team. In
like manner, working in a day-to-day
team environment requires certain
fundamental skills of team members.
One of these is effective listening. The
listener’s task is to try to understand
what the other person is trying to say.
For many, this does not come easy.
When the focus of the speaker shifts
towards us, we may be inclined to
offer our own reactions or advice ,
or use listening time to plan what we
intend to say.

Regardless of job level, it is essential
that we listen to each other in the
course of a day-to-day team environ
ment. Here are some helpful hints for
developing effective listening skills:

•

Proper attitude—As you listen to
your team member, adopt the atti
tude that you can learn something
new or obtain new information
which might help you function
more effectively.
Avoid assumptions—As you listen,
give the person a chance to explain
what they are trying to convey.
Never assume what they mean as
they speak to you. By virtue of
their position, age, status, or train
ing, some individuals often assume
they can read the minds of team
members. Accordingly, they will

focus on key words or phrases and
fill in the blanks rather than listen
or ask questions in order to clarify
the issues presented by the
speaker. Do not jump to conclu
sions, and withhold any judgment
and action until you clearly under
stand the speaker’s words and
what he or she is trying to convey.

• Ask questions—If you do not under
stand what your team member is
saying, simply ask for clarification.
Many individuals feel reluctant to
ask team members questions for
fear of being viewed as stupid or
inferior, or for fear of offending
or intimidating the speaker. As the
speaker, do not feel offended if
a question is posed to you. As the
listener, you want to arrive at a
common meeting ground as to
what is being conveyed between
yourself and the speaker. In this
way, misunderstandings can
be avoided.

• Avoid labeling—If you label a team
member a file clerk, secretary,
coordinator, director, vice presi
dent, etc., it can affect how you
perceive that person, which in turn
might influence what you hear.
In other words, you may tend to
focus on only information that
confirms the label. Again, this gets
back to attitude. Approach every
team member, regardless of title or
position, as a potential source of
valuable information.
continued on back. . .

New Team Members Needed!
Small Firm Member Segment Team Seeks
Additional Team Member

The Small Firm Member Segment Team needs
an additional team member to help serve its
constituency (sole practitioners and firms with
up to 10 professionals)
The team meets approximately every two to
three weeks, and meeting sites alternate between
New York and New Jersey.
The Small Firm Member Segment Team is composed
of 15 staff members from various day to day teams.
Some have extensive experience working with small
firms and others have had little or no exposure to
this member segment, but possess a strong interest
in getting to know what small firms are all about
and helping to ensure that the AICPA is responsive to
small firm member needs.
If you are interested in becoming a member of the
Small Firm Member Segment Team, please contact
the team co-leaders: Linda Volkert (ext. 6040) or
Pat Williams (ext. 3559) for more details.

Team Soundbites

The Government Member Segment Team (GMST) is
looking for new members as we approach the year
end rotation and to fill a vacant slot.

wants; and, developing better communication with
members in government, including the creation of
a periodic special insert in The CPA Letter.

Team Mission: "To serve members in government by
enhancing their profile within the AICPA and acting
as their advocate in assessing and recommending
timely, relevant products and services that address
their needs.”

Contact People: Carol Ferguson (ext. 4243)
Jan Crozier (ext. 6098)

About the Team: The GMST is composed of 12 staff
members (including the current vacancy) from a
wide variety of work teams and backgrounds. The
range of experience in dealing with members in
government also varies widely. We are looking for
potential members with an interest in serving on
a team and the desire to enhance the quality of
AICPA services and products offered to members
in government.
The team is currently dedicating its time and efforts
to developing a better understanding of the mem
bers in government segment; refining the products,
services and information the AICPA offers to mem
bers in government to better meet their needs and

Please be sure to let Carol or Jan know your dayto-day work team, any prior and/or current team
participation; and, any experience with members in
government (remember, no experience is needed).
We look forward to hearing from you!

These teams are also seeking new members:
State Societies 8 Associations for CPA Firms MST

Big 6 MST
Design Team
Alignment Team
Large Firm MST

Please check out the Team Tools Bulletin Board, or
future issues of TNN for more information about
these teams!

From the Team Leaders’ meeting, September 4th
•
•

Field-tested customized in-depth interview guide by interviewing two Big Six senior managers,
and continued planning of the interview strategy.
Made contact with liaisons at each Big Six firm.

•

Assigned each team member responsibility to monitor a functional or general publication of importance
to members in business and industry.
Provide input into the proposal for the Center for Excellence in Financial Management.

Education MST

•
•

Scheduling interviews with educators where the team’s customized interview guide will be used.
Gathering appropriate hand-out materials for distribution to those who will be interviewed.

Large Public Practice MST

•
•

Completed three in-depth interviews in July.
Reviewed and commented on a new product proposal received from the Professional Standards & Services Team.

Medium-Sized Public Practice MST

•
•

Assessing new product proposals received from the Accounting Standards and Professional Standards & Services Teams.
Continued assessment of IDI interviews as they relate to medium-sized firms.

•
•

Developed ideas for articles targeted to members in government for The CPA Letter.
Assessing the results of various government-specific market research studies, as well as results of
informal polls taken at government-specific conferences.

•
•

Worked on a script for the Sept. 10th President’s on-line forum.
Evaluating the issues contained in the recommendations made to the Board of Directors from the Under-35 Symposium.

•
•
•

Preparing articles for the November 1996 CPA Letter small firm supplement.
Investigating the possibility of an on-line small firm conference on CompuServe.
Prepared for a Sept. 9th conference call with the Small Firm Advocacy Committee.

•
•

Finalizing arrangements to visit the NY State CPA Society.
Held a meeting with several leaders of Associations for CPA Firms to ascertain their concerns and issues.
Interviews to follow.

•
•
•

Continued assessment of Flexible Work Arrangements and telecommuting option.
Working with consultants to redo the Performance Management and Compensation Programs.
Planning to develop a staff child care/needs assessment survey.

•

•

Developing a survey of Team AICPA to assess how we are doing with TNN and to obtain general feedback
on the team concept.
Met with John Hunnicutt to assess how we can work effectively with the Communications day-to-day team
in meeting the information needs of Team AICPA.
Recruited three new members on the team.

•

Examining the "should” phase — working to determine processes for day-to-day teams.

•
•
•

Developing measures to determine the success of team-based work environment.
Developing an electronic version of workflow guidelines and proposal forms.
Working with MSTs and Market Research day-to-day team to develop means of summarizing
and disseminating IDI information.

•
•
•

Review Skills Survey results and make recommendations on appropriate training and development programs.
Assist Members Services Team in selecting a vendor to conduct Customer Service—Exceed Expectations training.
Continue development of training and skills section in AICPA library, as well as customization of
Zenger-Miller programs.

•

Retirees & New CPAs MST

•

Continuous Process Improvement Team

—

Note: Most of the MSTs are continuing to work on customizing the IDI guide to fit the needs of their

constituency and are making plans to begin the interviewing process.

AICPA

Team Network News is written and edited by a cross-functional team. Decisions regarding this publication are made collectively by members of the Communications
Implementation Team, including RoseAnn Beni, Leslie Billera, Carmela Chinnici, Irene Cohen, Krissy Korte, Joanne Lindstrom, Ray Lipay, Rich Peden, Moe Powell, Ed Rose ,
Anne Rothkopf, Nelson Stephens, Kim Shapiro, and Louise Williamson.

Working Toward Quality...

continued

applied worldwide and to establish
guidelines that all companies follow
in order to facilitate the exchange of
goods and services throughout the
world. The standard looks at how
the whole organization assures the
quality of its products and services.
It covers the gamut of business
processes from the moment an
order is placed through the entire
manufacturing and service process
to the actual delivery process to
the customer.

While the Institute’s business does
not fall into one of ISO 9000’s regu
lated industries (health, safety and
environment), we are committed to
reducing the cost of doing business,
improving our products and services,
and pleasing our customers. Some of
the benefits of ISO 9000 certification
we can realize are:
• improving profitability and control;
• reducing waste;
• correcting root causes of problems
rather than just installing temporary
fixes; and
• ensuring an ongoing evaluation of
how work gets done and how
processes can be improved.

Effective Listening...

These are just some of the reasons,
we seek the ISO 9000 certification.
With it, we will have a better chance
at building quality products and
providing quality service that
consistently meet our customers
expectations.

To assist us in this goal, we have
asked consultants to submit propos
als which are currently under review.
In the meantime, if you would like to
find out more about the ISO 9000
certification and how an organization
becomes certified, we invite you to
preview a video on ISO 9000. The
video will be shown on Thursday,
October 3 in the NJ. Luncheon Club,
and in the employee lounge in N.Y.
and Washington, D.C.
Seeking to achieve the highest level
of quality possible has clear pay
offs for our members. It also offers
unquestionable benefits to us, the
members of Team AICPA. With greater
satisfaction with our work life,
enhanced pride in our collective
efforts, and the chance to show the
world and ourselves exactly what
we are capable of, we will be able
to do the best we can. ■

continued

Effective listening among team mem
bers can provide beneficial results
to day-to-day work teams, such
as: reduce mistakes, avoid wasted
effort and confusion, provide more
self-control, resolve problems, instill
team member cooperation, and build
trust and confidence among team

members. Most important, effective
listening can help team members
understand one another, and provide
an environment that is conducive to
learning. Listening is a skill that can
be learned, and can make a differ
ence in how effectively we operate
as a team. ■

